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Stephen created Friends in Wonderment in 2014. Through his drive he turned a formidable range of 
interests—scientific, aesthetic, philosophical—into talks that became the subject of lively debate and 
contribution. From the beginning, Stephen and the rest of the core members set a tone of being 
interested in things. We weren’t there to grind a political axe or climb an imagined social ladder. 
Perhaps unusually for an explicitly atheist group, we steered clear of militancy; instead, our shared 
communal interest was to share what fascinated us and seek out new sources of wonder. 


| remember myself in this period of time: how | would become manically interested in the topics our 
speakers presented, eager to synthesize as much information as | could. For a while | was even posting 
summaries of events on my website (now defunct); they would run up to thousands of words. Some of 
what | learned in these talks went on to be foundational in some way to how | see the world now—in 
this regard | highlight Stephen’s talk about the serpentine vent theory of the origin of life; Stephen’s talk 
about the extraordinary importance of viral symbiosis to evolution; Anne’s talk about the Handicap 
Principle in evolutionary biology; and Owen’s talk about the dangerous kinesiology of sitting. 


This thing we created was rare and precious. Few families play host to it, few universities, and even 
fewer schools. A place where sheer curiosity was the force that united us and was the glue that bound 
together our every conversation. 


It is emotional for me, now, to say goodbye to it. It also compels me to ask “why”, even though the 
question won’t bear much fruit. Friends in Wonderment became what it was because a group of highly 
independent-minded people converged to build something together. Gradually, it ceased to be what it 
was as that same independent-mindedness led them to new interests, practices, and even locations 
around the globe. 


It is a commonplace that building any group requires sacrifice from the organizers. Over the years 
Wonderment has existed, Stephen made the bulk of that sacrifice. Around 2018 we made plans that | 
would take over the organizer role, but he will be able to attest that | never really did. With attendance 
and event count declining, it was obvious that the group would need to take on a new form in order to 
continue to thrive, but this transition was something | didn’t have in me. Not in 2018, and not now. 


So instead Friends in Wonderment transitions into something less ambitious than a Meetup group. It 
lives on in the relationships formed while it existed. It also lives on in memory—and hopefully, in the 
practice of curiosity and wonder we carry on in our individual and collective lives. 


| am endlessly grateful to everyone who gave something of themselves to make Friends in Wonderment 
what it was. | treasure everything | learned and every way | grew with you all. Thank you. 


~Mattias Martens 


